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meant to have a documentary or ritual significance. Its formu-
lation, however, is modern.1 In its extreme form, it was first
definitely propounded by Theophile Gautier, in the coruscating
and humorous Preface to his romance Mademoiselle de
Maupn (1835). The phrase itself is confessedly a paradoxj it
has been called cryptic, and even nonsensical. It becomes per-
fectly plain if we consider it, not as a system, but as a protest.
It does not profess to tell us what art is, and what art should
do: it simply asserts that art is not anything else. It does not
seek to destroy other values, moral, political or economic j it
only denies that, in its own domain, art should be in any way
sacrificed to them.

Men who fight to restore their country's independence are
branded as rebels and traitors by the established powers. In
like fashion, the defenders of art for art's sake have been de-.
nounced as the enemies of all decencies and virtues. Certain
it is that Theophile Gautier took delight in teasing, and even
shocking, the respectable bourgeois 5 but he was himself healthy-
minded, scrupulous, industrious (under pressure), and gen-
erous to a fault. If in Charles Baudelaire, Oscar Wilde, Gabri-
ele d'Annunzio, the doctrine of art for art's sake assumed a
decadent tinge, there was no such taint in Keats, Walter Pater
or Ernest Renan. The first step in the consideration of this con-
troversial subject is therefore to free our minds from a very
unjust bias.

The word decadence, however, does not apply exclusively to
moral corruption. It may denote also the weakening of an
institution, a system, an ideal. Now, art for art's sake appears
most clearly in those ages of frustration and confusion which
give the impression of decadence. So long as a regime is self-
assured, so long as a faith is strong, art is their natural ally:
there is little aftyarent art for art's sake in those periods which,
after Henri de Saint-Simon, we have called or game. When a
synthesis is beginning to disintegrate, when principles sag

1 The formula itself, I?Art four PArt, may go back to the eclectic philos-
opher Victor Cousin, in a course given in 1818.